of the 1980s and early '90s, the third on work appearing in the later '90s and the early twenty-first century; there will then be a summing up.
The 1960s and '70s
Past & Present, founded in 1952, had grown out of the Communist Party Historians' Group, and it was originally sub-titled 'A journal of scientific history' . By the 1960s the sub-title had been changed to the bland 'A journal of historical studies' . Several of the leading figures on the editorial board were still Communists or ex-Communists but the journal now stood for a broader kind of social history and one that gave serious attention to religion -partly, perhaps, because of the Methodist or other Nonconformist roots of such leading figures as Christopher Hill, Victor Kiernan or E.P. Thompson. It was also very open to continental influences -because of personal links with Marxist economic and social historians in other parts of Europe, and also because of Eric Hobsbawm's admiration for the Annales school. By the later 1960s it was clearly established as the leading historical journal of the English-speaking world, and in the years following it would publish several key contributions to the new social history of religion which in the 1970s seemed to be carrying all before it, and in the process sweeping aside the older church history.3
Probably the most influential exponent of the new history was Keith Thomas, whose monumental Religion and the Decline of Magic has become a classic.4 But perhaps the most representative was the American historian James Obelkevich, whose Religion and Rural Society: South Lindsey 1825-1875, though less widely known, is equally deserving of classic status, as well as being more tightly argued and less over-burdened with a multiplicity of examples.5 He chose for study one of the most rural parts of England, central Lincolnshire, assuming that 'its strongly agricultural character also made it an optimum environment for organized religion' and at a period, the mid-Victorian years, when 'christianization' was likely to have reached a high point. Already in the preface he laid down his gauntlet: he was writing explicitly as an outsider -a disciple of Feuerbach, who believed that 'the secret of theology is anthropology' , and 'the secret of religious history is social history' .6 And though
